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Women and Change in Singapore
Shin Koon Tan, University of Ballarat, Australia
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Abstract: It would appear that as Singapore entered the 21st century there have been marked improvements in its women’s
education attainment, labour force participation and related remuneration. Singaporean women are financially much more
independent and are politically and socially more influential. Singaporean families are becoming smaller; women commit
to marriage and give birth to their first child much later than previous generations. These changes have raised concerns
about sustainability of the future Singaporean labour force for economic development and support for an aging population.
Keywords: Singaporean Women, Social, Economic and Political Changes
Introduction
SINGAPORE, A SMALL and land-scarcenation with little natural resources, has createdrapid economic and social progress over the
last 40 years. From a fishing village to inde-
pendence in August 1965, Singapore had received
migrants from different parts of the world and exper-
ienced various unpleasant events, including the
Second World War.
Today Singapore is widely recognized as an unex-
pected success story in economic development and
is viewed as a newly industrialized country in Asia.
During the 1995 Association of Southeast Asia Na-
tions (ASEAN) Summits Conference, the World
bank referred to Singapore as one of the “Asian
miracle economies” (Association of Southeast Asia
Nations, 1995). Recently, Singapore has promoted
itself as a model for other Asian countries due to its
high growth economy and stable society. The gov-
ernment claimed their approaches to economic devel-
opment were significantly different from that of
Western developed countries as most Singaporeans
have a different traditional value system. This is most
reflected in hard work and family values. The gov-
ernment also established the Singapore 21 Facilita-
tion Committee to develop new strategies for
Singaporeans in the newmillennium. One of the five
principles adopted is “Every Singaporean Matters”
(Singapore 21 Facilitation Committee, 1999). This
principle aimed to ensure that every Singaporean
played a part in the country’s future development
and progress. Today women in Singapore play an
important role in the development of the country.
The current generation of Singaporean women has
achieved a much higher level of education and better
career prospects. As a consequence, Singaporean
women have gained greater financial independence
compared to their previous generations.
According to the Singapore Ministry of Statistics
Population Census Report in 1998, the female popu-
lation was larger than the male population prior to
the report. Most of the adult women were house-
wives. They primarily stayed at home and helped
out with household chores (Singapore Ministry of
Statistics, 1998). This phenomenon had much to do
with Chinese culture and traditions. Approximately
76.8% of the population in Singapore are ethnic
Chinese (The Central Intelligence Agency, 2004).
For centuries, the status of females in Chinese famil-
ies has been traditionally low due partly to lack of
education and work opportunities. Most Chinese
migrants who came to Singapore in the early 1930
- 40s were fromMainland China. These immigrants
were usually more conservative and deeply influ-
enced by the teachings of Confucianism and other
associated social traditions.
However, in recent years, government legislation
has been put in place to ensure equal opportunities
for both men and women in all areas. This effort has
provided a foundation for Singapore women to
achieve unprecedented social progress in recent
years. According to the HumanDevelopment Report
by the United Nations Development Programme ,
the Singapore gender empowermentmeasure (GEM)
ranked 20thamong 144 countries surveyed. Singapor-
eanwomen have taken an active part in both econom-
ic and political life. Singapore also ranked 9th among
the 140 countries in the Girls’ Investment Index in
the Save the Children’s 2001 Report (cited in
Singapore Ministry of Community Development,
2003a). This index consists of 12 categories measur-
ing the quality of women’s lives, which includes
education and health care. Further, Singapore women
held 16% of the national parliamentary seats, approx-
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imately 43% of women made up the labour force in
both professional and technical workers, and 26%
of administrators andmanagers were women (United
Nations Development Programme, 2004). It is appar-
ent there have been many changes in Singaporean
women’s lives. This paper discusses the progress of
Singaporeanwomen in relation to education, econom-
ic status, changes within families and other issues
facing aging Singaporean women.
Progress in Women’s Education
In order to advance the social status and wellbeing
of Singaporean women, a key government strategy
was the provision of access to education. The govern-
ment made the six years of primary school education
mandatory for all Singaporeans. This substantially
improved women’s literacy rate, from 85.8% in 1995
to 90.6% in 2002. There was also a gradual increase
in female admissions to polytechnics1 and universit-
ies. Female tertiary intake increased from 42.1% in
1990 to 52.5% in 2002. This figure was 1.5% higher
than that of the EuropeanUnion countries (Singapore
Department of Statistics, 2003). As a consequence,
the number of female undergraduates has increased
almost four times and female enrolment in polytech-
nics rose by ten times comparing to a few decades
ago. In an assessment by the Singapore Department
of Statistics (2003), it recognised that the changes
are largely a result of the establishment of Temasek
Polytechnic in 1990 and Nanyang Polytechnic in
1992. At that time, these two newly established
polytechnics offered new courses such as publishing
and information technology, graphic and product
designing, library studies and health sciences. This
resulted in a diversification of courses beyond arts
and business related courses in tertiary institutions.
There has also been increased female enrolment
in sciences and engineering in polytechnics (11.2%)
and universities (5.3%) (The Singapore Department
of Statistics, 1998). In 1997, 25% of first year engin-
eering students were female. The ratio grew to 33%
in 2002. As a result, there has been increased num-
bers of women taking up sciences and engineering
related careers (Singapore Ministry of Education,
2002).1
Changes in Economic Status
Improved education attainment in Singaporean wo-
men has led to increased female participation in the
Singapore labour force. The Singapore Ministry of
Community Development (2003b) reported that in
2002 the female labour force participation rate was
53.4%. A similar participation rate was observed in
2001. These participation rates are significantly
higher than that of 1992. A Labour Force Report in
Singapore also stated that “The proportion of women
in professional, administrative, technical and mana-
gerial positions also continued to improve, from
31.3% in 1992 to 37.3% in 2001 and further to 37.6%
in 2002” (Singapore Ministry of Manpower, 2002,
p. 6). Further, there are significant numbers of female
principals in schools and colleges. According to the
Singapore Ministry of Education (2002), 70% of
primary school and 58% of secondary school prin-
cipals were female, and a further 67% of junior col-
lege principal positions were held by women.
The Singapore government also recognizes the
importance of equality in remuneration betweenmen
and women in the labour market. In November 2002,
A Tripartite Declaration on Equal Remuneration for
Men and Women Performing Work of Equal Value
was signed among the three key partners2 in employ-
ment. This declaration is to establish a commitment
to the principle of equal remuneration for men and
women performing work of equal value. In the fol-
lowing month, a Code of Responsible Employment
Practices was jointly issued by the Singapore Busi-
ness Federation, the Singapore National Employers
Federation and the National Trades Union Congress
(NTUC). This code is to ensure that the employers
promote and observe responsible employment prac-
tices in their workplaces regardless of race, age,
gender, marital status, disability or other factors that
have no relevance to the job requirements. (Singa-
pore Ministry of Manpower, 2003a) 2
Better education and equality in remuneration have
seen improved income levels for Singaporean wo-
men. Based on data provided by the Singapore
Ministry ofManpower (2003a), the averagemonthly
earnings of females were $2,256 in 1998 and this
average increased to $2,617 in 2002, an average in-
crease of 3.8% per annum. In terms of income dispar-
ity between male and female workers, the younger
female professionals and managers in the age group
of 25 to 29 are actually earning 2.0% to 9.5% more
than their male counterparts (Singapore Ministry of
Manpower, 2002). The wage gap between male and
female employees has narrowed from 16% in 1992
to 8.3% in 2002 for professionals and from 39% to
24.6% for production crafts-persons (Singapore
Ministry of Community Development, 2003).
Improved education and equal opportunities in
employment have resulted in women occupying
many important leadership positions such as mem-
bers of parliament, entrepreneurs, judges, Permanent
1Polytechnics are considered as tertiary technical institutions. They are equivalent to the Technical and Further Education (TAFE) colleges
in Australia. The students in Polytechnics will then graduate with a Diploma.
2The three key partners in employment are: The National Trade Union Congress (NTUC), the Singapore National Employers Federation,
and the Ministry of Manpower (MoM).
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Secretaries in the civil service, diplomats, Command-
ers in military units, trade union leaders and senior
managers.
In Singapore there is an InternationalManagement
Action Award (IMAA), an annual award jointly ad-
ministered by the Chartered Management Institute,
Singapore and the Standards, Productivity and Innov-
ation Board (SPRINGSingapore). This award recog-
nises senior executives who have demonstrated an
exceptional ability in taking management actions to
achieve sustainable, tangible results for an organisa-
tion, society or the nation. It is open to senior exec-
utives in business, the public sector, arts, social and
community services (Singapore Ministry of Man-
power, 2003b). In 2003, amongst the five winners,
three were women. It has been suggested byMr. Lee
Suan Hiang, the Chief Executive of SPRING Singa-
pore at the time, that those female winners not only
assisted to drive both their own organisations and
the economy to new heights, but also proved a role
model to others in Singapore society.
The Singapore Civil Service recruitment is open
and transparent. The promotion of employees is
based on merit. In March 2003, the Singapore Min-
istry of Community Development (2003b) reported
women occupied 56% of the civil service positions
and 62% of those in the higher ranks of Division I
and above. Women also held various positions of
leadership in Ministries, Departments and Statutory
Boards of the Singapore government. Currently, there
are two female Permanent Secretaries and nine fe-
male Deputy Secretaries in the Civil Service and
16.0% of the parliament seats are held by women.
This resulted in Singapore being ranked 20th in the
world from the 144 countries surveyed. Further, in
the Singaporean judiciary system, 45% of judges in
the Subordinate Court and 23% of the judges in the
Supreme Court were women (SingaporeMinistry of
Community Development, 2003b).
Changes within Families
With better education and career opportunities for
Singaporean women, household duties have become
an issue. Many husbands are also under pressure
from work. It has been reported that due to lack of
supervision from working mothers, some children
went astray and neglected their schoolwork leading
to failures in school. Their parents are frequently
called up by the headmaster of the school. As a
consequence, family disharmony, including quarrels
and fights, often occur. The wives often face the di-
lemma of sacrificing their jobs or having a very
stressful life while juggling responsibilities both at
work and home. Therefore, the demand for foreign
domestic workers from the Philippines, Sri Lanka,
Thailand, Bangladesh and India are on the rise.
(Singapore Ministry of Manpower, 2004)
InAugust 2004 the Singapore government reduced
the foreign domestic maid’s tax levy to assist the
need for foreign domestic workers (Singapore Min-
istry of Manpower, 2004). The intent was to encour-
age women to remain in the workforce. The advant-
ages of having dual income households are apparent.
A second income from a wife’s participation in the
labour force would enable much higher disposable
dollars for leisure and recreation. It would appear
the quality of life of the wives have also been im-
proved due largely to their financial independence.
Relief from the household chores also means more
time to spend with their husbands and children.
However, several negative perspectives have
emerged from this trend in Singaporean families.
Some wives have concerns about the professional
conduct of their domestic maids and engage in
emotional and mental struggle of maternal guilt that
they have to leave their children to be cared for by
someone else. Sometimes having another female in
the household may pose a threat to the wife. Employ-
ing a domestic maid has created stressful situations
in some households in Singapore (Tan & Jiang,
2004). In addition, children who grow up in a house
that everything is taken care of by a maid tend to
develop a “maid dependency syndrome”. This can
result in a lack of independence and confidence in
some children. Critics have raised doubts regarding
this practice of raising children. They have warned
of the potential negative impacts this practice may
have on the future leadership of Singapore and the
entrepreneurial spirit in Singaporean youth (Singa-
pore Ministry of Community Development, 2003b).
The active participation of women in the Singa-
pore labour force and their education attainment has
also been associated with a falling fertility rate. It
has been reported that Singapore’s birth rate fell to
an all-time low of 1.26 per woman in 2003, well be-
low the replacement rate - 2.1 per woman (Lee,
2004). Singapore is one of the many developed
countries facing this problem. The continued low
fertility rate in Singapore is a threat to sustainable
economic growth. It is likely to result in constant
labour shortages in meeting manpower demands in
the near further (Tee, 2004).
A delay in marriage age by many Singaporean
women has contributed to the low fertility rate. These
women normally have attained a higher level of
education and intend to contribute their knowledge
and skills to the workforce. It has even been con-
sidered as a waste of their time in higher education
if they rush into marriage without knowing their own
market values. (Singapore Ministry of Community
Development, 2003b). The tradition Singaporean
value - every adult should get married - has been
101SHIN KOON TAN, XIAOLI JIANG
challenged. Singapore parents also believe that their
adult children should not rush into marriage until
they are financially established. In addition, the delay
in marriage has increased the numbers of single wo-
men; many may well remain single for life. Most
Singaporean womenwho have a high level of labour
force participation are financially independent. This
reduces their reliance on financial support within a
marriage. In addition, in a fast-paced, urbanized city
like Singapore, a notable lack of opportunities for
potential marriage partners to meet and interact is
also a contributing factor to an increased number of
single women (Singapore Ministry of Community
Development, 2003).
Delayed marriages among Singaporean women
have also resulted in delays to childbearing. The
Singapore Department of Statistics Report in 2002
showed that on average Singaporemothers who gave
birth to their first child in 2000 were 28 years old,
three years older than those first-time mothers in
1980 (Singapore Department of Statistics, 2002).
The postponements of marriage and childbearing
have contributed to a lower birth rate. As a result,
family size has become smaller. Singaporeans’ per-
ceptions of the desirable family size have also
changed. The number of children preferred in a
family has declined over the years. In 1997, the de-
sired family size, on average, was 2.6 children
whereas 3.7 children was the ideal figure in 1973.
This declined rate was across the board for all ages
(Singapore Department of Statistics, 2002). Many
young couples prefer to spend more time in their
own “world of two” in the first few years of their
marriage and do not wish to have their first child too
early. They consider that going through the whole
childbearing procedure is a new discovery for them
but is, nevertheless, a burden. (Tee, 2004)
Prolonged low fertility under the expected replace-
ment level in Singapore has raised similar issues
faced by other developed countries. These include
imbalances of age structure, an aging population and
labour shortage (Lee, 2004). With the existing low
fertility rate, shortfall in labour supply for Singa-
pore’s growing economy may not be met by Singa-
poreans, instead by migrants. During the last decade,
import of skilled migrants has become an important
source in maintaining the growth in the labour force.
The migrants have brought their skills and experi-
ences to the Singapore economy (Lee, 2004). The
integration between the locals and skilled migrants
has led to Singaporeans being receptive to new ideas
and ways of life. This has benefited its economy in
a globalising world in many different ways. How-
ever, differences in cultural orientation and value
system may pose a new challenge to Singaporeans
(Lee, 2004).
Some of the Issues Facing the Aging
Singaporean Women
Since 1980 aging is one of the major issues faced by
the Singapore government. This is largely attributed
to a continuous low mortality rate in Singapore,
particularly in their female senior citizens, - below
1% since 1980 (SingaporeMinistry of Health, 2002).
The country's birth rate hit an all-time low of 1.26
in 2003 with just 37,600 births, well below the pop-
ulation replacement rate of 2.1 (Tee, 2004). This is-
sue was further raised by the Singapore Prime Min-
ister, Mr. Lee Hsien Loong, in the National Rally in
2004 (Zainol, 2004). According to a report by the
Singapore Ministry of Community Development
(2004), the life expectancy of Singaporean women
has reached 80.6 years. Women, on average, live
longer by about 4 years than men. They will eventu-
ally form the majority of the aging population in
Singapore who are over 75 years.
In order to help families and the elderly remain
active in the community and to meet their special
needs, the Singapore government has implemented
a large number of community-based health and social
services. Since September 2001, an Active Seniors
Programme has provided a wide range of opportun-
ities for the elders to take up meaningful and ful-
filling roles in community activities and share their
talents, knowledge and skills with the younger gen-
eration. S$1 million annually has been set aside by
the government to co-fund similar innovative ideas
or projects (Zainol, 2004). However, many aged
women in Singapore are having financial difficulties.
They also have lower levels of education and little
knowledge regarding their citizenship rights. It has
been considered by many of the senior citizens that
the financial support provided by the Singapore So-
cial Welfare Department was far from sufficient in
supporting their daily living. Many believe that it is
a disgrace to approach government for help. They
would rather collect recycled materials or work in
fast food restaurants, such as the McDonald, than to
seek help from the government (Zainol, 2004).
Health issues of Singaporean senior citizens also
deserve attention. The past president and current
member of the Association of Women for Action
and Research, Dr. Kanwaljit Soin, an orthopaedic
surgeon, has had grave concern for older women
who suffer from osteoporosis and need medication.
It would appear that the medication is too expensive
for many senior citizens. They do not want to finan-
cially burden their children because of the costs of
treatment. However, Dr. Soin believes that without
medication, many aged women would end up with
a fractured hip. In the end, it will cost themselves,
their children and society muchmore (Zainol, 2004).
It would appear that the Singapore government needs
to face the reality of an aging population and work
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to improve the welfare and medical support of the
aged. For many years, these women have been the
foundation of their families in raising their children
and supporting their husbands in their work. They
actively contributed to the development of the
Singapore economy and society. In their old age,
they should deserve better.
Conclusion
In recent years the changes in the lives of Singapor-
ean women have been profound. The government
has played a leadership role in promoting gender
equality. Singaporean women have been provided
equal opportunities to education and employment.
The Women’s Charter, enacted in 1961, safeguards
women’s rights in matters relating to marriage and
divorce which includes matrimonial assets and the
maintenance as well as custody of children. It also
provides protection for women from domestic viol-
ence and sexual offences. These have all significantly
improved the socio-economic status of women in
Singaporean society. However, the Singapore gov-
ernment is facing the dilemma of a very low fertility
rate and the continued need for a labour force to
sustain the economy and an aging population. The
government also needs to consider how best to sup-
port its senior female citizens. It would appear that
this population has been disadvantaged due to their
relatively weak financial position. Further research
regarding the health and wellbeing of aged Singapor-
ean women would assist our understanding of the
difficulties and support required for this special group
of citizens.
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